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This report details the final summary of the Western Colonial Waterbird Monitoring and 
Inventory (WCWS) program in Montana.  Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks and Montana 
Audubon partnered with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and American Bird 
Conservancy on this west-wide colonial-nesting waterbird program.  In 2009-2010, we focused 
survey efforts on colonial-nesting waterbirds that were Montana Species of Concern.  In 2010, 
we added Double-crested Cormorants to our priority list.  In 2011, we focused almost 
exclusively on Great Blue Herons and 13 wetland sites that had large and diverse waterbird 
colonies.  Other colonial-nesting waterbird species were recorded incidentally.   

Waterbird conservation planning requires coordinated range-wide inventory and 
monitoring programs (Kushlan et al. 2002).  In Montana, eleven colonial-nesting waterbird 
species are identified as high priority species for conservation action or monitoring (Casey 2000; 
Montana Natural Heritage Program and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 2009).  The wetland 
habitats on which these birds depend are classified as a Tier 1 habitat, or habitat in greatest need 
of conservation (Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 2005).  Determining priority areas for 
maintaining wildlife diversity, and especially diverse assemblages of Species of Concern, is one 
of the primary conservation needs for wetland habitats.  However, waterbirds will often move 
breeding colonies as wetland conditions change making localized surveys of limited value 
without regional comparisons.  Thus, participation in a region-wide colonial-nesting waterbird 
inventory may provide critical information for conservation of Montana’s waterbirds.     
 Montana Audubon has been collecting information on bird populations in wetlands and 
other habitats as part of their Important Bird Area program.  Biologists at the National Wildlife 
Refuges and some of the Wildlife Management Areas in the state have fairly comprehensive 
local data on wetland birds.  There have also been several regional surveys for waterbirds over 
the previous 10 years (e.g., Casey 2004; Puchniak and Stewart 2007).  Much of this information 
is stored in the Montana Natural Heritage database.  Involvement with the USFWS coordinated 
west-wide surveys were undertaken to complement the existing information on waterbirds in 
Montana.    

Methods 
 We selected wetlands to survey based on previously recorded breeding by our target 
species in the Montana natural Heritage Program database, local knowledge, or perceived site 
potential.  Staff from national Wildlife Refuges, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, Tribal lands, 
and the Bureau of Land Management, along with local volunteers, participated in the program.  
Montana Audubon hired two staff to coordinate with participating biologists and volunteers, 
obtain necessary permits, conduct surveys, enter data, and assist with summaries and reporting.   

We followed USFWS protocols for colony counts (http://www.fws.gov/mountain-
prairie/species/birds/western_colonial/index.html).  Whenever possible, nests were counted to 
estimate of the number of breeding birds.  When nests could not be counted, we estimated the 
number of individual breeding birds through fly-out or flush counts. Data were entered in to the 
WCWS database developed by USFWS.   

Results  
 We surveyed 150, 133, and 138 wetland sites in 2009, 2010, and 2011, respectively.  
Sites with more than one species or large numbers of colonial-nesting waterbirds (i.e., key sites) 
were surveyed in most years (Table 1).  More dispersed sites were surveyed once during the 
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three year survey window (Appendix 1).  Descriptions of occupied sites are forthcoming in the 
USFWS Colonial-nesting Waterbird Atlas being prepared by USFWS.   
 Median colony size ranged from 7 – 1200 over the 3 year period, depending on species 
(Table 2).  Detailed species accounts are provided in Appendix 2.  In general, birds were in 
relatively small colonies (median <20 pairs), with the exception of American White Pelicans and 
the gull species.  Differences in total breeding pair estimates among years are likely an artifact of 
sampling and not necessarily representative of yearly population fluctuations.  The considerably 
lower counts of American White Pelicans at Canyon Ferry WMA in 2011 compared with 2010 
or 2009 (~60% decrease) may be related to a localized weather event as there appeared to be 
adequate habitat available to support a larger colony.   

Cool, wet spring conditions and higher than average snowpack in 2010 and 2011 led to 
high water levels and record flooding throughout the state by mid-June.  Emergent vegetation 
and islands were submerged.  Flooding may have resulted in some changes to colony 
distribution, e.g., Western Grebe and Forster’s Terns moved their breeding location within 
Freezout WMA and Franklin’s Gulls apparently split their colony between Manning Lake and 
Homestead Lake.  We also noted later nesting initiation by some birds and a few re-nesting 
attempts which were likely related to cool, wet conditions and submerged islands.  However, we 
did not detect much colony abandonment.   
 

Table 1. Key wetland sites for focal colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana based on 2009-2011 surveys. 
      
County Sites Focal Species Breeding 
Beaverhead Red Rock Lakes NWR WFIB, FRGU, DCCO 

Broadwater Canyon Ferry WMA AWPE, CATE, DCCO 

Cascade Benton Lake NWR WFIB, FRGU, BCNH 

Deer Lodge Warm Springs WMA BCNH, GBHE, DCCO 

Lake Ninepipes NWR CLGR, CATE, FOTE, DCCO 

Phillips Bowdoin NWR AWPE, WFIB, BLTE, CATE, COTE, FOTE, FRGU, BCNH, DCCO 

Flat Reservoir DCCO, GBHE, BCNH 

Hoss Reservoir BCNH 

Wild Horse Reservoir  BLTE, BCNH, DCCO 

Roosevelt  Manning Lake WFIB, FRGU, BCNH 

Sheridan Medicine Lake AWPE, FOTE, BCNH, DCCO 

Homestead Lake FOTE, FRGU (WFIB) 

Teton Arod Lakes AWPE, COTE, DCCO 

Freezout Lake WMA CLGR, COTE, FOTE, BCNH, DCCO 

Valley Fort Peck Lake CATE, DCCO 

      
CLGR = Clark’s Grebe 
AWPE = American White Pelican 
DCCO = Double-crested Cormorant 
GBHE = Great Blue Heron 
BCHN = Black-crowned Night-heron 
WFIB = White-faced Ibis 
 
 

FRGU = Franklin’s Gull 
CATE = Caspian Tern 
FOTE = Forster’s Tern 
COTE = Common Tern 
BLTE = Black Tern 
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Table 2.  Summary of breeding pairs of colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana in 2009-2011. 

2009 2010 2011 Summary 2009-2011 

Species 

Sites with 
confirmed 
breeding  

Total 
breeding 

pairs 

Sites with 
confirmed 
breeding  

Total 
breeding 

pairs 

Sites with 
confirmed 
breedinga 

Total 
breeding 

pairs 

Estimated 
number of 
breeding 

pairs in MT 

Median 
colony 

size 
(pairs) 

Colony 
size 

range 
(pairs) 

Species of Concern 
  Clark's Grebe 1 n/ad 2 5 1 n/ad n/a n/a n/a 

American White Pelican 4 5,938 4 4866 4 4726 4700 - 6000 785 25 - 2951 
Great Blue Heron 53 719 27 333 76 1183 2000 - 2500 10 1 - 62 
Black-crowned Night-heron 6 93 6 123 6 220 95 - 240 14 1 - 53 
White-faced Ibis 3 115 4 225 3 95 115 - 250 10 3 - 195 
Franklin's Gull 4 8,247 4 7945 4 8100 7900 - 8300 1200 16 - 4833 
Caspian Tern 3 31 2 12 4 134 70 - 135 11 1 - 51 
Forster's Tern 6 66 6 68 4 49 50 - 100 9 2 - 30 
Common Tern 2 43 2 23 5 120 <150 10 1 - 49 
Black Tern 13 95 8 73 3 38 n/a 7 2 - 20 

Target Species 

Double-crested Cormorantb 13 . 12 1064 10 834 1000 - 1300 23 2 - 371 

Non-target Speciesc 
Red-necked Grebe 5 . 3 . 3 . . n/a n/a 
Horned Grebe 1 . 0 . 0 . . n/a n/a 
Eared Grebe 11 . 7 . 3 . . n/a 1 - 550 
Western Grebe 2 . 3 . 2 . . 43 1 - 77 

Ring-billed Gull 6 . 6 . 6 . . 550 25 - 3040 

California Gull 4 . 8 . 4 . . 201 6 - 3366 

Ring-billed & California Gull . . 3 . 2 . . 750 375 - 750 
aRed Rock Lake NWR did not conduct colony counts in 2011 
bDouble-crested Cormorants were not a target species in 2009; therefore total breeding pair estimates are not provided. 
cData was collected opportunistically for these species.  Estimates of total breeding pairs are not reported as many colonies were not surveyed. 
dClark's and Western Grebes were nesting together ; observers could not determine the proportion of CLGR:WEGR 



Montana’s Colonial-nesting Waterbird Survey      Final Report 

p. 5 

Survey methods employed varied by species, nesting substrate, and local conditions 
(Appendix 2).  We typically used aerial or perimeter counts for tree-nesting species, including most 
Great Blue Herons colonies and the tree-nesting colony of Double-crested Cormorants at Ninepipe 
NWR.   With large colonies in trees we found two observers comparing independent nest counts 
improved accuracy.  We primarily used within colony nest counts to estimate the number of marsh 
nesting birds; although occasionally we counted individuals instead of nests because of difficulties 
accessing a colony.  Franklin’s Gulls were the most difficult due to the dense nature of the rushes in 
which the nesting usually occurs and the vulnerability of the nests to disturbance or destruction by the 
survey crew.  We found adult flush counts, ideally from a boat in the water, were the best method for 
estimating Franklin’s Gull nests.  This method also allowed the observer to record observations of 
birds nesting with the gulls, such as White-Faced Ibis and Black-crowned Night-heron.   

Discussion  
We believe we located and surveyed all active colonies of American White Pelican, 

Franklin’s Gull, and White-faced Ibis in all survey years (except counts were not conducted at Red 
Rock Lake NWR in 2011), although the accuracy of Franklin’s Gull counts remains a challenge.  Our 
estimates for Black-crowned Night-heron, Double-crested Cormorant, Common Tern, and possibly 
Forster’s Tern are also probably relatively complete.  Black Terns nest in small colonies distributed in 
wetland complexes across the landscape; it is likely we missed some colonies of this species, 
especially in 2011.  Great Blue Heron colonies are dispersed primarily along river drainages in 
Montana.  We covered a large portion of the river drainages with potential heron habitat but we 
certainly may have missed some colonies.  We were able to document breeding by Caspian Terns at 
Ninepipe NWR and Fort Peck Lake in 2011; in both areas they were nesting in large Ring-billed and 
California gull colonies and we may have missed them in previous survey years.  It is likely that 
experience gained by observers over the three year survey allowed us to find some of the more 
cryptic breeding birds in 2011.   

We surveyed for all focal species at all sites and estimated number of breeding birds whenever 
encountered.  Therefore, lack of a documented breeding attempt for our focal species means we have 
reasonable confidence that a focal species was not breeding at a given sites and can be treated as 
negative data in data analysis.  This does not pertain to non-target species, as some breeding attempts 
may have gone undocumented by observers.  Data records for non-target species need to be treated as 
presence only.   

Future Directions  
 We have identified three strategies to address future information needs.  First, birds that nest 
in loose colonies or occupy dispersed wetlands in low numbers across the state were not as well-
surveyed by our methods (e.g., Black Terns).  A systematic approach to monitoring marsh-nesting 
birds, colonial and noncolonial, would enhance our understanding of the status, distribution, and 
population size of some waterbirds across the state.  The pending USFWS marshbird monitoring 
strategy may provide this framework for this need.   

Secondly, waterbird breeding numbers appear to fluctuate, sometimes widely, among years at 
a given site (e.g., American White Pelicans).  Thus, a colonial-nesting waterbird monitoring program 
for select species would provide long-term trend and other information for differentiating yearly 
fluctuations from significant population shifts.  We propose a volunteer-based program, 
supplemented by agency biologists (especially refuges) and additional minimal paid field support, to 
monitor main sites across the state on a yearly basis with the intent to conduct a more comprehensive 
survey to assess changes in distribution at 3 - 5 year intervals.  Monitoring at our 15 key sites should 
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provide a reasonable estimate of breeding numbers for American White Pelicans, Black-crowned 
Night-herons, White-faced Ibis, Franklin’s Gull, Caspian Tern, and possibly Common and Forster’s 
terns.  To include Double-crested Cormorants, which are receiving attention in some western states 
because of potential conflicts with fishery interests, we recommend adding Pablo NWR, Frenchmen 
Reservoir and Lee Metcalf NWR to the monitoring strategy.   

Lastly, Great Blue Herons nest in dispersed colonies, often along river corridors, and are best 
monitoring by aerial surveys.  We recommend conducting a statewide aerial survey for herons at 3 – 
5 year intervals in conjunction with the more comprehensive waterbird monitoring described above.  
These surveys can be combined with Bald Eagle or other riparian-based surveys.     
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Appendix 1.  Wetland sites visited for colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana, 2009-2011.  Numbers represent estimated number of breeding birds.  

COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Beaverhead Beaverhead R. 2 mi. E of Barrets 2010 72 72

Beaverhead River S of Dillon 2011 66 66

Gorris Gultch 2011 2 2

Red Rock Lakes NWR 2009 450 38 190 32 710

2010 40 390 174 82 686

Upper Red Rock River, N of Kidd 2010 64 64

Big Horn Bighorn R. N of Hardin 2011 24 24

Tongue River Reservoir 25 2009 230 230

Blaine 2 Acre Pond S of Tule Lake 2009

3 Acre Marsh S of Tule Lake 2009

Br-12 Reservoir 2009

Lohman Rookery 2010

Main Canal C 2009

2010

Milk River Lohman 2011 16 16

Milk River W of Chinook 2011 16 16

Small Marsh X from Tule Lake 2009

Strike Reservoir 2009

Tule Lake 2009

Broadwater Canyon Ferry WMA 2009 3814 680 24 4518

2010 4488 742 6732 22 11984

2011 1772 720 24 2516

Deep Creek 2011

Missouri R. just S of Townsend 2011 38 38

Carbon Clark's Fork of Yellowstone R. 2011 24 24

Rock Ck. 3.5Mi NNE of Red Lodge 2011 4 4

Carter Box Elder Creek 2010 80 80

Little Missouri River 1 2010 2 2

Little Missouri River 2 2010 2 2

Little Missouri River 3 2010 20 20

Little Missouri River 4 2010

Willow Creek 2010 6 6

Cascade Benton Lake NWR 2009 7622 7622

2010 20 9666 9686

2011 100 6560 6660

Missouri R, Big Bend S of Grt Falls 2011

Missouri R, Dana Ranch 2011 100 100

Rt. 200 Parker Rd. Ponds 2009

2010

Sun River, Lower,  Rt 200 2011

Chouteau Big Lake 2010

Kingsbury Lake 2010

Lonesome Lake 2009
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COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Marias River, Loma 2011 60 60

Missouri R, Rowe Bench 2011

Missouri R, S of Ft Benton 2011

Rocky Crossing Reservoir 2009

2010 18 18

Rt. 87 Roadside Marsh 2009 6 6

2010

White lake 2010

Custer Lower Yellowstone River 10 2009 2 2

Lower Yellowstone River 11 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 41 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 42 2009 14 14

Lower Yellowstone River 47 2009 12 12

O'Fallon Creek 2 2010 14 14

Powder River 14 2009 6 6

Powder River 15 2009 8 8

Powder River 19 2009 2 2

Powder River 48 2009 8 8

Powder River 49 2009 4 4

Pumpkin Creek 2010

Tongue River 21 2009 8 8

Tongue River 22 2009 32 32

Yellowstone River 48 2010 8 8

Daniels Flaxville WPA 2009

Whitetail Reservoir 2009

Dawson Lower Yellowstone River 12 2009 32 32

Lower Yellowstone River 45 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 46 2009 8 8

Deer Lodge Aspen patch east of Deer Lodge 2009 30 30

Warm Springs Ponds WMA 2009 4 58 66 128

2010 100 24 42 72 36 274

2011 24 60 84

Fallon O'Fallon Creek 3 2010 10 10

O'Fallon Creek 4 2010 2 2

O'Fallon Creek 5 2010 8 8

Fergus Lower Carter Pond 2010

Flathead Ashley lake 2010 14 14

Flathead R., Just N of Flathead Lk. 2011

Flathead River 2 2011 8 8

Flathead River 3 2011 94 94

Kila, E of Heron Rd 2010 16 16

Riverside Farms 2009 22 22

2010 12 12
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COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Smith Lake WPA 2009 18 18

2010 0 0

Springcreek Lake 2010

Gallatin Gallatin R. S of Belgrade 2011

Gallatin R., Central Park, W of Bozeman 2011

Gallatin R., Trident 2011

Gallatin R., Trident, new spot 2011 22 22

Gallatin R., W of Bozeman 2011

Gallatin R.2, W of Bozeman 2011

KG Ranch 2010 12 12

Glacier Blackfeet Potholes 2009 8 8

Granite Clark Fork R, Bearmouth Exit 2011

Clark Fork R, Drummond just W 2011 42 42

Flint Creek near Porter's Corner 2009 18 18

2011 2 2

Georgetown Lake 2009 4 4

Hill Chain of Lakes 2009 2 2

Cottonwood Rd. Stock Pond 2010

Fresno Reservoir 2009

Fresno Spillway 2009

Rookery Wld. Mgt. Area 2009

Sage Creek Slough 2009 8 8

Sands WPA 2009

2010

Jefferson Boulder R. 1/2 mi E of Cardwell 2010 8 8

Boulder R. 1/2 mi NE of Cardwell 2011

Judith Basin Ackley Lake 2010

Lake Flathead Lake 2010

Kicking Horse Reservoir 2010 0 0

2011 4 4

Lake Mary Ronan 2010

Ninepipes NWR 2009 0 2 60 4 66

2010 2 158 4 176 124 1000 500 44 2008

2011 12 86 264 90 3000 1000 6 34 4492

Pablo Reservoir 2010 10 2 12

2011 22 22

Pistol Creek Marsh 2010

Swan River NWR 2009 12 12

2010

Lewis & Clark Elk Creek, near Sun River 2011 24 24

Helena Regulating Reservoir 2009

2010 12 12

2011 46 46
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COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Holter Lake, W shore 2011

Lake Helena 2009

2010

Spring Meadow, W edge of Helena 2010

2011

Tenmile Crk E of Helena 2011 4 4

Tenmile Crk, by Lake Helena 2011

Liberty Marias River 2009

Tiber Reservoir 2009

Lincoln Kootenai R., E of Libby 2011 34 34

Kootenai R., S of R., W of Libby 2011 4 4

Savage Lake, Just S., S of Kootenai R. 2011 36 36

Madison Beaverhead River NE of Dillon 2011 2 2

Big Hole R., N of Glen 2011 44 44

Jefferson R., E of Cardwell bridge 2011 20 20

Jefferson R., N of Twin Bridges 2011 34 34

Jefferson R., S of Cardwell 2011 24 24

Mineral N of St Regis lumber mill 2009 24 24

2011 22 22

Missoula Clark Fork R, Council grove S. 2011 24 24

Clark Fork R, Lavoie Lane 2011 16 16

Clark Fork R, Stone Container 2011 10 10

Clark Fork River near Huson 2011 16 16

Clark Fork W of Missoula behind MT Materials gravel pit2009 80 80

2011 86 86

Clark Fork, Allen Creek mouth 2011

Clark Fork, Just NE of Erskine FAS 2011 36 36

Clark Fork, near large quarry nw of Clinton 2009

Clark Fork, Rock Ck Exit 2011 14 14

Clark Fork, upstream of Milltown Reservoir area2009 36 36

2011 30 30

Clark Fork, west of Erskine FAS 2009

Clearwater River, Blanchard Flats 2011

Lake Inez, E. shore by campground 2009 8 8

2011 18 18

Placid Lake 2010

Placid Lake North 2011 28 28

Stone Container, isolated cottonwood tree 2009 24 24

Trader Bros-Squaw Cr 2011 2 2

Union Creek, Potomoc-Camas Prairie 2011 10 10

Park Yellowstone R. E of Livingston 2011

Petroleum Little Bear Lake 2010

War Horse Lake 2009
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COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Wild Horse Lake 2009

Phillips Bowdoin NWR 2009 90 2704 266 58 16 22 4900 7038 1826 34 16954

2010 1636 508 50 20 34 2050 6080 750 2 8 26 7 11171

2011 1100 1570 220 24 28 70 3640 1360 100 720 2 20 16 8870

Dodson WMA 2009

Electron Reservoir 2010

Emmond's Lake 2009 4 4

2010

Ester Lake 2009

Fight Reservoir 2010

Flat Reservoir 2009 46 2 48

2010 64 8 64 136

2011 80 8 106 194

Fourmile State Reservoir 2009 8 8

2010

Frenchman Reservoir 2009 16 8 24

2010 22 16 38

2011 26 26 52

Holzhey Reservoir 2010

Hoss Reservoir 2009 14 14

2010 30 30

2011 28 28

Little Warm Creek 2010

Milk River WMA 2009 0 14 14

2010

Missouri R, CMR Refuge 2011

Nelson Reservoir 2009

2010

Nice Pond 2009 6 6

Pearce WPA (Bowdoin NWR) 2009

2010

Private Reservoir Photo Pt. 52 2010 4 4

Red Fox Reservoir 2009

2010

Reservoir Number 100 2009 4 4

2010 4 4

2011

Reservoir Number 161 2009

Rt. 191 Marsh 2010

Spencer Reservoir 2009

2010

Tarawa Reservoir 2009 14 14

2010 4 4
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COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

2011

Veseth Reservoir 2010

West Alkali Reservoir 2010

Wild Horse Marsh & Reservoir 2009 4 8 12

2010 8 58 4 66 750 8 894

2011 40 60 40 140

Woody Pothole 2011

Pondera Alkali Lake 2009

Mitten Lake 2009 10 8 18

Powder River Little Powder River 2010 16 16

Powder River 16 2009 12 12

Powder River 17 2009 18 18

Powder River 18 2009

Powder River 20 2009 12 12

Powder River 50 2009 6 6

Ranch Creek 2010 36 36

Powell Blackfoot River near Nevada Cr junction 2009 100 100

2011 100 100

Blackfoot WPA 2009 22 12 34

2010 38 38

2011 12 12

Browns Lake 2009 12 12 24

2010 4 28 32

2011 12 24 36

Clark Fork River near Drummond 2009 30 30

Deer Lodge, 1 Mi NE 2011 18 18

Kleinschmidt Lake WPA 2009 10 16 26

2010 6 18 2 20 46

Little Blackfoot east of Snowshoe Cr Road 2009

2011

Little Blackfoot near Garrison 2009 44 44

2011 48 48

Monture Creek, near Mud Lake 2011 18 18

Nevada Creek Reservoir 2010

Ovando, North 2011

Upsata Lake 2009

2010

Prairie Lower Yellowstone River 43 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 44 2009 2 2

O'Fallon Creek 1 2010 12 12

Spring Creek 2010 12 12

Ravalli Bitterroot R near mouth of Big Creek 2009 40 40

2011 50 50



Appendix 1.  Wetland sites visited for colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana, 2009-2011.  Numbers represent estimated number of breeding birds.  

COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Bitterroot R near Tucker 2009 34 34

Bitterroot R near Woodside 2009 20 20

2011 20 20

Bitterroot R SE of Florence 2009 14 14

Bitterroot R SE of Florence-A 2011 16 16

Bitterroot R SE of Florence-B 2011 18 18

Bitterroot R SW of Stevensville 2009 20 20

2011 22 22

Bitterroot R, Bell Crossing 2011 8 8

Bitterroot R, Darby, North 2011

Bitterroot R, Tucker Crossing A 2011

Bitterroot R, Tucker Crossing B 2011 18 18

Bitterroot R, Willoughby South 2011 20 20

Bitterroot R. Conner, North 2011 22 22

Bitterroot R. SW of Hamilton 2011 50 50

Bitterroot R., S of Florence bridge 2011

Bitterroot side channel S. of McClay Cons. Easement2009

Lee Metcalf NWR 2009 6 36 42

2011

Richland Lower Yellowstone River 13 2009 30 30

Roosevelt Big Muddy Creek near Johnson Lake 2009

Manning Lake 2009 36 18 3940 8 4002

2011 60 20 3600 24 3704

Missouri River 2009

South Branch Coulee 2009

Rosebud Big Porcupine Ck. 2011

Big Porcupine Ck., Pond just E. 2011 2 2

Big Porcupine Ck., Upper drainage 2011

Dry Creek 2010

Lower Yellowstone River 1 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 2 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 3 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 36 2009 24 24

Lower Yellowstone River 37 2009 10 10

Lower Yellowstone River 38 2009 30 30

Lower Yellowstone River 39 2009 28 28

Lower Yellowstone River 4 2009 26 26

Lower Yellowstone River 40 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 5 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 9 2009 2 2

Tongue River 23 2009

Tongue River 24 2009 34 34

Tongue River 26 2009 24 24



Appendix 1.  Wetland sites visited for colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana, 2009-2011.  Numbers represent estimated number of breeding birds.  

COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Tongue River 27 2009

Tongue River 28 2009 14 14

Tongue River 29 2009 20 20

Sanders Clark Fork R., NNW of Thompson Falls 2011 4 4

Dry Fork Reservoir 2010

Rainbow Dog Reservoir 2010 12 12

2011 4 4

Thompson River 2011 22 22

Upper Pike Lake 2011

Sheridan Big Muddy Creek W. of Medicine Lake 2009

Boxelder lake 2010

Brightsmen Lake 2009

Comers Lake 2009

E. Comertown Lake 2009 2 2

E. Katy Lake Rd. Pond 2010

Homestead Lake 2009

2010 6 4000 28 4034

2011 2400 74 2474

Johnson Lake 2009

Katy Lake 2010 10 10

2011 1200 98 1298

Long Lake 2009

2010

Marsh NW Dooley 2009

Marsh NW of Comertown 2009 20 20

Medicine lake NWR 2009 5168 20 72 704 404 4 6372

2010 3522 196 72 400 800 1500 16 6506

2011 5902 462 194 1702 1028 1500 10788

N. Widgeon Slough WPA 2009 30 30

North Star Rd. WPA 2009 30 30

2010

Pond NE Dooley 2009

Salter WPA 2009

W. Plentywood Ponds and Marsh 2010

Stillwater E. Rosebud Ck. Cr., 5 Mi. S of Absarokee 2011 4 4

Grove Creek, 6.75Mi. SW of Absarokee 2011 4 4

Morris Cr., 15.5 Mi. SSW of Absarokee 2011 14 14

Yellowstone R, E of Columbus 2011 60 60

Yellowstone R, NW of Columbus 2011 30 30

Yellowstone R, S edge of Columbus 2011

Sweet Grass Yellowstone R, E of Big Timber 2011 80 80

Yellowstone R, N of Greycliff 2011 4 4

Yellowstone R, W of Reed Point 2011 60 60



Appendix 1.  Wetland sites visited for colonial-nesting waterbirds in Montana, 2009-2011.  Numbers represent estimated number of breeding birds.  

COUNTY SITE_NAME YEAR RNGR HOGR EAGR WEGR

CLGR/

WEGR CLGR AWPE DCCO GBHE BCNH WFIB FRGU RBGU CAGU

RBGU/

CAGU CATE FOTE COTE BLTE

Grand 

Total

Teton Arod Lakes WPA 2009 190 30 2 222

2010 85 26 500 1500 2111

2011 207 41 248

Freezout Lake 2009 154 42 12 26 84 318

2010 104 6 282 56 30 20 498

2011 40 94 12 268 24 20 48 506

Pishkun Reservoir 2009

Treasure Bighorn R., above Yellowstone confluence 2011

Lower Yellowstone River 33 2009 4 4

Lower Yellowstone River 34 2009 4 4

Lower Yellowstone River 35 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 6 2009

Lower Yellowstone River 7 2009 22 22

Lower Yellowstone River 8 2009

Valley Fort Peck Lake 2009 18 300 36 354

(parts of Valley, Garfield and McCone Co.) 2010 20 50 450 520

2011 2 2600 1440 102 4144

Wards Reservoir 2009 8 8

West Fork Reservoir 2009

Yellowstone Yellowstone R, NE of Billings1 2011 50 50

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings2 2011

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings3 2011

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings4 2011

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings5 2011

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings6 2011

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings7 2011 20 20

Yellowstone R, NE of Billings8 2011 24 24

Yellowstone R, NE of Pompeys Pillar 2011 20 20

Yellowstone R, NW of Custer 2011

Yellowstone R, S of Laurel 2011 50 50

Yellowstone R, S of Laurel2 2011 100 100

Yellowstone R, SW of Billings1 2011

Yellowstone R, SW of Billings2 2011 80 80



Appendix II.  Colonial Nesting Waterbird Species Accounts for Montana, 2009 – 2011 

Target species 

Clark’s Grebe, CLGR  

The Clark’s Grebe is an uncommon breeding species in Montana.  They nest in colonies on large lakes and marshes.  

Although colonies may contain tens or hundreds of nests, colonies in Montana are typically small (5 to 10 pairs).  The 

nest is a on a floating platform of vegetation in shallow water.   

Unless the bird is well-seen it can be difficult to distinguish from the much more common Western Grebe.  This was a 

problem in the 2009 survey in which the only site where they were found to nest site had breeding CLGR that were 

counted together with the WEGR (nest total was 77) as not enough of the birds could be identified to species.  No 

breeding pairs of CLGR were counted at that site (Freezout Lake) in 2010 while there were 52 pairs of WEGR.   There was 

one site with nesting CLGR in 2010 with a total of 2 pairs.  In 2011 the species was noted as present at one location but 

nesting was not confirmed. 

American White Pelican, AWPE 

There are four known breeding locations for AWPE in Montana.   Three of these are major colonies and one is much 

smaller.  Nesting was documented at all 4 sites for the AWPE in 2011.   Three of these sites (the major sites) yielded a 

total count of 4622 nests.   This compares with 5843 and 4823 nests in 2009 and 2010, respectively.  At the site where 

fewer AWPE nest an actual nest count was not done in any of the three years.  The total individuals present ranged from 

85 to 207.       

The AWPE typically nests in large colonies on an island or point that is relatively isolated from predators.  The nests are 

shallow depressions scraped in the ground and lined with twigs and other debris.  Where available, partial shade 

afforded by trees is preferred.  Colony locations may vary from year to year depending on water levels and other factors.  

The timing of egg laying may vary among colonies, even those in close proximity.   At Medicine Lake NWR during all 

three seasons there were two sub-colonies, one on a large island and one on a long point from which predators were 

excluded with an electric fence.  At the time of the surveys island nesting birds had only eggs  while on the point the 

nests had well-developed chicks, one invariably much larger than the other, in nearly every nest.    

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/22 to 6/16 during the three years of this 

study. 

Double-crested Cormorant, DCCO 

The Double-crested Cormorant is a common breeding species on lakes, ponds, marshes and rivers throughout Montana.   

They generally breed at three years of age and nest in large or small colonies.    Nests are a platform of sticks in a tree or 

on the ground on an island.  The DCCO often nests in colonies with gulls or herons.  

Nesting was documented at a total of 14 sites for the DCCO in 2009.   Eleven of these sites yielded a count of 799 nests 

but at three of the sites nests were not counted though active nests were seen.   A total of 63 individuals were present 

with no indication of nesting at 14 sites in the 2009 survey.   

Nesting was documented at 12 sites for the DCCO in 2010.   Eleven of these sites yielded a count of 1054 nests.  At one 

of the sites nesting was thought very likely but no DCCO were included in reported counts.   At 14 sites in the 2010 

survey a total of 271 individuals were present with no indication of nesting. 
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In 2011 nesting was documented at 11 sites yielding a total of 1065 nests.  At 3 additional sites a total of 86 DCCO were 

present and likely nesting but this was not confirmed in the reports. 

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/22 to 7/13 during the three years of this 

study. 

Great Blue Heron, GBHE 

The Great Blue Heron is a common breeding species on lakes, ponds, marshes and rivers throughout Montana.   They 

breed as early as two years old and nest in large or small colonies.    The nest is a platform of sticks, usually in a tree but 

may be on the ground on an island.  The GBHE often nests in colonies with other herons and in Montana with 

cormorants and occasionally on an island with gulls.    

In addition to the 2009 ground and boat surveys of GBHE, a series of known nest locations was checked by air in 2009 

along the Clark Fork and Bitterroot River drainages of western Montana.  An extensive aerial survey effort in southeast 

Montana also checked 47 sites that had GBHE nesting in the past and documented 32 active nesting sites.  

Nesting was documented at a total of 56 active sites for the GBHE in 2009.   Excluding 3 sites which had no nest estimate 

these sites yielded a total of 719 nests.      

Unlike the surveys for most other species for which most of the productive sites were covered during both years, GBHE 

survey coverage in 2010 differed markedly from that of 2009.  Most of the aerial survey sites documented for 2009 in 

western Montana and all of the 2009 southeast Montana sites were skipped in 2010.  Instead, aerial surveys were used 

to document several new sites in the west and check 18 additional sites in the southeast, 14 of which were active.  

Nesting was documented at 29 sites for the GBHE in 2010.   Twenty-seven of these sites yielded a count of 333 nests.  At 

one of the sites nests were not counted and a total of 4 individuals were associated with that site.   At another of the 

sites nesting was thought very likely but no GBHE were included in reported counts.    

In 2011 the emphasis in aerial surveys was on sites in the remaining drainages that had not been checked in the past 

two seasons.  There was also a check of some Western Montana GBHE rookery sites that had been counted in 2009.   An 

early season ground survey checked the length of the Milk River in north-central Montana.  The species was also 

documented at the major sites which were a priority in 2011.  Nesting was documented at 77 sites and 1203 nests were 

counted in 2011.   

Timing of nesting for this species is usually early and aerial surveys are generally done in April and May before the leaves 

hide the tree nests.  At this time the GBHE are usually occupying the rookeries and have eggs in the nest.  Productive 

nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 4/1 to 7/24 during the three years of this study. 

During the three years of this survey a total of 132 sites were documented with GBHE nesting during at least one of the 

years.    

Black-crowned Night Heron, BCNH 

The Black-crowned Night Heron in Montana nests in colonies of from 5 to 50 breeding pairs in a variety of locations.   

The nest, a platform of sticks or reeds, may be on the ground, in the protection of a reed bed or in a group of trees.  A 

protected location such as an island is preferred.   Eggs usually number 3 to 8.  The Black-crowned Night Heron is most 

active at dusk and during the night.   They feed on a wide variety of small aquatic life forms. 
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Nesting was documented at 7 sites for the BCNH in 2009 yielding a total of 93 nests.  A total of 11 individuals were 

present with no indication of nesting at 6 sites in the 2009 survey.   

In 2010 nesting was documented at 6 sites for the BCNH in 2010 yielding a total of 123 nests.  The increase was entirely 

due to one site which was covered more thoroughly in 2010.  At 5 additional sites in the 2010 survey a total of 9 

individuals were present with no indication of nesting.   

In 2011 nesting was documented at 6 sites yielding a total of 220 nests.  This increase may have been the result of a 

greater degree of concentration at the better nesting colony locations caused by unusually high water levels.  A total of 

18 individuals were present with no indication of nesting at 3 sites in the 2011 survey.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/29 to 7/27 during the three years of this 

study. 

White-faced Ibis, WFIB 

The White-faced Ibis in an uncommon breeding species in Montana and sites are generally east of the Rocky Mountain 

Front.  The WFIB typically nests in marsh habitat and colony size in Montana has ranged from 5 to 195 breeding pairs.  

The nests may be in low trees, aquatic vegetation or on the ground.  The nest consists of a deeply cupped platform of 

coarse vegetation and sticks.  They were found nesting within or near large FRGU colonies in rushes at 4 locations during 

this study.   

Four sites had breeding WFIB in 2009 but one (Red Rock Lakes NWR, the most important site with 95 nests counted) had 

a reduced count due to an incomplete survey caused by weather conditions.  Another had no count but nesting was very 

likely.   The three counts yielded a total count of 115 nests.    

Four sites again had breeding WFIB in 2010 and yielded a total estimate of 225 nests with Red Rock Lakes doing a full 

survey and recording 195 nesting pairs.   

In 2011 Red Rock Lakes had not reported results at the time of this report and the total at the other three sites was 95.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/15 to 7/14 during the three years of this 

study. 

Franklin’s Gull, FRGU 

The Franklin’s Gull nests in very large colonies in prairie marshes in scattered locations east of the Rocky Mountains in 

Montana.  Colony size is often several thousand breeding pairs.  The nest, composed of a floating platform of reeds, is 

most often in dense reeds or rushes in 2 to 3 feet of water.   Nests may be on the ground in some locations or in 

shallower water.  The nest is well-maintained and the course vegetation is lined with softer material.   Eggs usually 

number two or three.  The Franklin’s Gull feeds on insects and other small prey and will scavenge as well. 

Nesting was documented at 4 sites, comprising all known nesting colonies in the state, for the FRGU in 2009.   These 

yielded a count of 8247 nests.   

 Nesting was again documented at 4 sites for the FRGU in 2010.   These sites yielded a count of 7945 nests.  One of the 

three major sites shifted about ten miles to an alternate location in 2010 but the nest total was about the same.    
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While the nest total 2009 and 2010 was fairly close there was an offsetting drop and increase of around 50% in two of 

the major sites.  This may have been caused as much by count inaccuracy as by any fluctuations in the actual number of 

nests.   The counting of FRGU colonies is extremely difficult in most cases due to the dense nature of the rushes in which 

the nesting usually occurs and the water depth.  The nests are very vulnerable to disturbance by a survey crew within 

the colony.  To avoid nest destruction or abandonment flush counts and post fledging empty nest counts were used in 

this study but they were all susceptible to problems that resulted in low confidence in count accuracy.   Post season nest 

counts have mostly failed due to changes in water level and rapid nest deterioration.  In locations where nests remain 

intact longer, a sufficient percentage of the colony area must be sampled in order to obtain a reasonably accurate total 

nest estimate.   

The most workable method, used in most FRGU surveys in the three years of this study, involved using a canoe or row 

boat along the edge of the colony and periodically flushing the birds by making some noise.  It is helpful to stand up and 

assess nest density in the areas that can be seen from the colony edge.  It also helps to stop periodically and remain still 

for 20 or 30 minutes to allow the birds to settle back down on nests.  Carefully evaluating the volume, direction and 

distance of gull calls is also helpful.  It is necessary to stay out of the inlets in the rush bed that allow closer viewing of 

the colony if there are chicks present as they can be scared  into the water by too close an approach.  It is not clear 

whether or not they get back into the nests in such cases though they are highly buoyant and have no problem in 

swimming. Though certainly subject to considerable inaccuracy, the method produces a rough estimate with a minimum 

of disturbance to the birds.  It also allows estimation of other species such as WFIB, BCNH, EAGR and FOTE that often 

nest with the FRGU.   A single person can do the survey with this method and this tends to minimize impact.   

In 2011 the four major sites were surveyed yielding a total estimate of 8100 nests.  Two of these sites, Medicine Lake 

NWR and nearby Manning Lake, have been alternately used in the past so we generally have had 3 major sites for the 

species in Montana.  However, in 2011 both of these sites were occupied by large nesting colonies making four major 

sites.  Site totals ranged from 1200 to 3280 nests.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/14 to 7/8 for actively nesting colonies and 

8/6 to 8/24 for post-fledging empty nest surveys during the three years of this study. 

Caspian Tern, CATE 

The Caspian Tern is an uncommon but widespread nesting species in Montana.  They nest on rivers and large lakes in 

distinct colonies or in mixed colonies with gull and other tern species.  In Montana colony size is typically less than 50 

breeding pairs.  Nests are typically on sand and gravel, or sometimes on vegetation.  Eggs number from one to three.  

The Caspian Tern feeds mainly on fish and is known to fly up to 60 km from the breeding colony to catch fish.   

Nesting was documented at 3 sites for the CATE in 2009.   These sites yielded a total count of 31 nests.   A total of 25 

individuals were present with no indication of nesting at 4 other sites in the 2009 survey.   

Two sites had nesting CATE in the 2010 survey.  These yielded a total of 12 nests.   A total of 220 individuals were 

present with no indication of nesting at 4 other sites in the 2010 survey.  This included 200 individuals gathered at a gull 

colony on a Ft. Peck Lake island on 7/6/2010 that apparently were not nesting.  Rising water during the nesting season 

was a problem there and they were likely flooded out of nests earlier.   

In 2011 a total of 67 nesting pairs was recorded at 4 sites.  This included 51 nests at a colony that included large 

numbers of CAGU and RBGU on an island in Ft. Peck Lake.  At the other extreme, a single pair nested with an island 

CAGU/RBGU colony in Bowdoin NWR.   
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Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/22 to 6/26 during the three years of this 

study. 

Forster’s Tern, FOTE 

The Forster’s Tern nests in marshes in scattered locations east of the Rocky Mountains in Montana.  Colony size is 

typically less than 50 breeding pairs.  The nest site can vary from an unlined scrape in mud or sand to a floating mat of 

vegetation or the top of a muskrat house.     Eggs usually number three or more.  The Forster’s Tern feeds mainly on fish 

and insects in the marsh. 

Nesting was documented at 6 sites for the FOTE in 2009.   Five of these sites yielded a count of 66 nests.  At one of the 

sites nests were not counted while nesting was considered very likely.  A total of 63 individuals were present with no 

indication of nesting at 7 other sites in the 2009 survey.   

 Nesting was documented at 6 sites for the FOTE in 2010.   These sites yielded a count of 68 nests.   At 12 sites in the 

2010 survey a total of 64 individuals were present with no indication of nesting.   

Nesting was documented at 4 sites in 2011 yielding a total of 49 nests while 8 individuals at 4 sites were present with no 

indication of nesting.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/4 to 7/22 during the three years of this 

study. 

Common Tern, COTE 

The Common Tern nests on lakes in scattered locations east of the Rocky Mountains in Montana.  In Montana colony 

size is typically less than 50 breeding pairs.  Nests are typically on sand and gravel, or sometimes on vegetation.  Eggs 

usually number from two to four.  The Common Tern feeds mainly on fish in lakes and large rivers. 

Nesting was documented at 2 sites for the COTE in 2009.   One of these sites yielded a count of 42 nests while at the 

other 2 individuals were present but no nest count was made.   A total of 69 individuals were present with no indication 

of nesting at 11 other sites in the 2009 survey.   

Two sites had nesting COTE in the 2010 survey.  These yielded a total of 23 nests.   A total of 95 individuals were present 

with no indication of nesting at 6 other sites in the 2010 survey.   

The cool spring in 2009 and 2010 coupled with generally high water levels in 2010 could have delayed nesting in this 

species or resulted in nest failures.    

Weather through most of June was cool and wet with flooding in 2011 but nesting of this species showed a big increase 

over the past two seasons.  A total of 130 nests was documented at 5 sites while 29 individuals were present with no 

indication of nesting at 5 other sites in the 2011 survey.   The largest colony documented in 2011 (45 nests) was adjacent 

to a RBGU colony on a large island in a headwaters impoundment at the Katy Lake site in Medicine Lake NWR.   The 

close proximity to this gull species was unusual and caused the observer to limit disturbance of the adult terns as gull 

predation on the chicks was clearly a constant threat.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/22 to 6/26 during the three years of this 

study. 
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Black Tern, BLTE 

The Black Tern is an uncommon but widespread nesting species in Montana.  They nest in freshwater marshes, usually in 

colonies of from 5 to 50 pairs.  The nest, typically with 2 to 4 eggs, is either on floating marsh vegetation or on the 

ground at the water’s edge.  They feed on fish and insects at or near the surface and catch insects in flight. 

Nesting was documented at 13 sites for the BLTE in 2009 yielding a total count of 95 nests.   A total of 33 individuals 

were present with no indication of nesting at 10 sites in the 2009 survey.  

Just 8 sites had nesting BLTE in the 2010 survey yielding a total of 72 nests.   A total of 123 individuals were present with 

no indication of nesting at 8 sites in the 2010 survey.  This included a July 1st gathering of 100 non-breeding BLTE at 

Smith Lake in the NW part of the state where a nesting colony of 9 was located in 2009.    

Nesting was recorded at just 3 sites in 2011.  The low number of sites was due to this year’s emphasis on major water 

bird sites while most BLTE sites have been widely dispersed with only the single species.   A total of 38 nesting pairs was 

recorded. 

 Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/10 to 7/7 during the three years of this 

study. 

 

Non-target Species 

Horned Grebe, HOGR 

The Horned Grebe is an uncommon breeding species in the wetlands of Montana.   They are usually solitary nesters on 

ponds and marshes.   The nest is a on a floating platform of vegetation.  HOGR nests are often found in or near rush beds 

along the shore of a pond.  

The HOGR was not a target species for the 2009 survey.  Nesting was documented at just one site in 2009 and one nest 

was counted.   One individual was present with no indication of nesting at one other site in the 2009 survey.    

Nesting was not documented at any sites for the HOGR in 2010.   At one site in the 2010 survey 5 individuals were 

present with no indication of nesting.  The HOGR was not a species of special concern for purposes of the 2010 survey 

but it appears to occur infrequently in the state.   

Again in 2011 nesting was not documented and the species was not encountered at all during the surveys. 

Red-necked Grebe, RNGR 

The Red-necked Grebe is an uncommon breeding species on lakes and ponds across northern Montana.   They nest in 

colonies or single pairs on shallow lakes and marshes (rarely less than 10 acres).   They are at least two years of age 

before breeding and groups of non-breeders are found within the species nesting range during the spring and summer.  

The nest is a on a floating platform of vegetation.  RNGR colonies are often found in or near dense rush, cattail or sedge 

beds along the shore of a lake but the locations often change from year to year.  

Nesting was documented at 5 sites for the RNGR in 2009 and the total estimate of nests was 20.   A single individual was 

present with no indication of nesting at one other site in the 2009 survey.   
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 Nesting was documented at 3 sites for the RNGR in 2010 and a total of 6 nests were estimated.  At five additional sites 

in the 2010 survey a total of 18 individuals were present with no indication of nesting.   

In 2011 Nesting was documented at 3 sites yielding a total of 14 nests.  No other individuals were encountered in the 

2011 surveys.    

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/12 to 7/18 (post fledging) during the three 

years of this study. 

Eared Grebe, EAGR 

The Eared Grebe is a very common breeding species on sheltered shallow areas of lakes, ponds and marshes throughout 

Montana.   They breed as early as one year old and nest in large or small colonies.    The nest is a on a floating platform 

of vegetation.  EAGR colonies are often found in or near dense rush, cattail or sedge beds along the shore but the 

locations often change from year to year.   Nests of this species are difficult to find without undue disturbance if they are 

in dense cover as they often are.  In most cases EAGR sighted would be counted as individuals and lumped in the “not 

nesting” category or ignored if only a partial count of the individuals could be made at the site in the time available.  

The EAGR was not a target species for the 2009 survey so this common species was ignored at many sites.  Nesting was 

documented at 9 sites for the EAGR in 2009.   Eight of these sites yielded an estimate of 36 nests but at one of the sites 

nests were not counted and a total of 90 individuals were associated with this site.   A total of 583 individuals were 

present with no indication of nesting at 10 additional sites in the 2009 survey.   

 Nesting was documented at 7 sites for the EAGR in 2010.   Five of these sites yielded a count of 83 nests but at two of 

the sites nests were not counted and a total of 208 individuals were associated with those sites.    At 14 additional sites 

in the 2010 survey a total of 365 individuals were present with no indication of nesting.   This species was again not a 

high priority in 2010 and survey effort for the EAGR often depended on time being available.   

In 2011 nesting was documented at 3 sites yielding a total of 590 nesting pairs.  There were an additional 404 individuals 

counted at 5 sites for which nesting could not be confirmed.  Several colonies were documented at Bowdoin NWR where 

they were flushed from FRGU colonies and estimated based on the number of adults.  In another case there, the EAGR 

colony was in plain view in sparse rushes on the edge of a FRGU colony.  Two other EAGR colonies were estimated on 

Bowdoin in the Dry Lake area which was full for the first time in years as the single species in dense rush beds.  At 

another site an EAGR colony was nesting in the open on floating matted dead cattail stems in just a few inches of water. 

Like many of the water bird species, the EAGR nests over a wide range of dates.  The earliest nesting revealed in this 

three year survey was the sighting of four pairs of EAGR and one young of the year on 6/5/2009 at Wards Reservoir in 

Valley County.  The latest was the discovery of three active nests with warm eggs on 7/21/2010 at Bowdoin NWR, 

Phillips County.   

 

Western Grebe, WEGR 

The Western Grebe is a common breeding species in the wetlands of Montana.   They nest in colonies on large lakes and 

marshes.   The nest is a on a floating platform of vegetation in shallow water.   WEGR colonies are often found in dense 

rush beds along the shore of a large lake but the locations often change from year to year making colonies difficult to 

find.   
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Unless the bird is well-seen it can be difficult to distinguish from the much less common Clark’s Grebe.  This posed a 

problem at one site in the 2009 survey at one colony where both Clark’s and Western Grebes appeared to be nesting in 

close proximity and that site (with 77 nests) is documented under the heading of “CLGR or WEGR” in the table of water 

bird survey totals.     

Nesting was documented at just one other site for the WEGR in 2009 where 2 nests were found.   A total of 68 

individuals were present with no confirmed nesting at 10 sites in the 2009 survey.   The WEGR was not a target species 

in the 2009 survey and the species was generally only documented in conjunction with surveys for other species.   

 Nesting was documented at 4 sites for the WEGR in 2010 yielding a total of 139 nests.   At 12 additional sites in the 2010 

survey a total of 87 individuals were present with no confirmation of nesting.   

In 2011 nesting was documented at 2 sites yielding a total of 140 nests.  At 5 additional sites a total of 32 individuals 

were present with no confirmation of nesting.   This was not a high priority species and no extensive searches for nests 

were made unless there was evidence of a colony. 

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 6/14 to 7/18 during the three years of this 

study. 

 Ring-billed Gull, RBGU 

The Ring-billed Gull is a common breeding species throughout Montana usually nesting on an island in a large colony 

and often with the California Gull and sometimes other species.   Nests are a shallow cup of vegetation on the ground.   

Nesting was documented at a total of 8 sites for the RBGU in 2009.   Two of these sites yielded a count of 3871 nests.  At 

four of the sites nests were not counted and a total of 696 individuals were associated with those sites.  At another 2 of 

the sites nesting was confirmed but no RBGU were included in reported counts. 

Nesting was documented at 6 sites for the RBGU in 2010.   Five of these sites yielded a count of 3809 nests.  At one of 

the sites nests were not counted and a total of 50 individuals were associated with that site.    

In 2011 nesting was documented at 6 sites yielding a total of 4961 nests.  Varying water levels from year to year at the 

various sites have led to great variability in the nesting sites used and totals recorded in surveys.  For example, a colony 

of 1300 RBGU nested on large York Island in Fort Peck Lake in 2011 with the lake at full pool.  In 2009 and 2010 this 

island was not used because it was attached to the mainland by dry land and the only gull colonies were on various 

smaller islands with smaller site totals documented.   On Wild Horse Lake in Phillips County late spring flooding in 2011 

disrupted nesting on the two gull islands and only 30 RBGU nests were counted, while in 2010 there were 350 nests of 

RBGU and CAGU.  High water on Lake Bowdoin resulted in much smaller islands and a drop in RBGU counts from 2045 

and 3040 in 2009 and 2010 to 680 in 2011.  Another site not surveyed this year was likely used instead.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/29 to 7/6 during the three years of this 

study. 

California Gull, CAGU 

The California Gull is a common breeding species throughout Montana usually nesting on an island in a large colony and 

often with the Ring-billed Gull and sometimes other species.   Nests are a shallow cup of vegetation on the ground.   
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Nesting was documented at a total of 9 sites for the CAGU in 2009.   Four of these sites yielded an estimate of 1271 

nests.  One of the four sites had only a partial count and two of three colonies present were not counted.  At 5 of the 

sites nesting was confirmed but no CAGU counts were conducted.    

Nesting was documented at 8 sites for the CAGU in 2010.   Seven of these sites yielded an estimate of 4741 nests.  At 

one of the sites nesting was confirmed but nests were not counted and a total of 450 individuals were associated with 

this site.    

In 2011 nesting was documented at 4 sites for the CAGU yielding a total of 1784 nests.  The largest site total (720) was at 

Ft. Peck Lake at the single large colony and the smallest was at Bowdoin NWR where high water dropped the total from 

913 and 375 in 2009 and 2010, respectively, to just 50 in 2011.   

The largest nest total by far during the three years for this species came from Canyon Ferry WMA in 2010 at 3366 nests 

estimated.  Unfortunately the CAGU was not counted there in 2009 or 2011.  The next highest site total came from Ft. 

Peck Lake in 2011 at 720.   

Productive nesting colony survey dates for this species have ranged from 5/26 to 7/6 during the three years of this 

study. 

Ring-billed or California Gull 

In 2010 this category was used in situations where gull estimates were done from a distance and it was impossible to 

determine the colony species composition more accurately.    

Nesting was documented at 3 sites for the RB or CAGU category in 2010 yielding an estimate of 1875 nests.  At 8 sites in 

the 2010 survey 313 individuals were present with no indication of nesting. 

In 2011 this combined category for unknown large gulls had counts at 2 sites totaling 1110 nests.   
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